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The Rise of the Regional City
SPATIAL DEVELOPMENT OF THE ALBUQUERQUE
METROPOLITAN AREA

Stephen M. Wheeler and Wade Patterson

O

ver the past century, we have witnessed the emergence of unprecedented forms of regional-development in North America in which

low-density urbanization, facilitated by the motor vehicle, covers vast areas
of the landscape. Traditional notions of "city," "town," and "country" have
become blurred. As writer J. B. Jackson so richly documented, new forms of
cultural landscapes have arisen, featuring elements such as the retail strip,
the suburban subdivision, trailer parks, and declining downtowns. Traditional
landscape elements such as plazas, main streets, and historic neighborhoods
are often embedded in the new postmodern regional melange. Such regional
development patterns are occurring all over the United States, with varying
flavors and characteristics. Partly because of the influence of the motor vehicle, new infrastructure, and American development models, these regional
patterns are emerging in other parts of the world, including around European
cities, throughout Latin America, and in parts of Asia and Mrica.

Stephen M. Wheeler is Assistant Professor in the Department of Environmental Design, University of California at Davis. He previously taught at the University of New Mexico and the
University of California at Berkeley. He is the author of PlallllingforSustainability (Routledge,
2004) and coeditor of The Sustainable Urban Development Reader (Routledge, 2004)' Wade
Patterson is Director of Arts and Community Development at the Harwood Art Center in
Albuquerque and is a MA candidate in the Community and Regional Planning Program at the
University of New Mexico. The authors would like to acknowledge the assistance ofthe University of New Mexico RAC Small Grant Program for this project.
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The new regional landscapes are wonderfully rich areas for academic
study. But they also raise many practical questions about the future, including whether they will lead to worsening traffic problems, unsustainable resource use, loss oflocal culture and sense of place, degradation of ecosystems,
and growing spatial disparities between different demographic communities. Understanding the physical, social, and cultural patterns of our regional
landscapes and how they are shaped is a pressing challenge for academics
and policymakers alike.
This article is part of a larger research project looking at the historical
and current growth of a number of large- and medium-sized U.S. cities. In
this article, we look at one regional metropolis, Albuquerque, New Mexico,
and ask how its form has developed in the past and how it is evolving now.
In particular we seek to identify dominant patterns of neighborhood formstreet pattern, block size, and land-use mix-created in different eras since
the city's founding. These patterns, once created, tend to last for hundreds
of years and determine the functionality of the built landscape in the future, with profound implications for the natural environment, resource use,
and human community. Older, gridded neighborhoods, for example, are
now seen as more pedestrian friendly and better able to diffuse traffic than
many newer forms. We also seek to correlate physical patterns of regional
growth with spatial demographic patterns related to class, race, family size,
employment, and other factors.
Method

To investigate the historical evolution of spatial patterns in the Albuquerque area, we mapped the growth of the city at twenty-year increments since
the mid-nineteenth century. Indian groups have lived in the area for approximately twelve thousand years, and dozens of Pueblo villages existed in
or near the Rio Grande Valley when Spanish exploration began in 1540 with
Francisco Vasquez de Coronado's expedition. However, with the exception
of archaeological sites and a handful of present-day pueblos to the north
and south of Albuquerque, nothing remains from the prehistoric period of
community building. In the seventeenth century, Spanish settlers created a
series of small agricultural communities in the Rio Grande Valley, but little
trace exists of these villages either. What does exist includes certain roads,
elements of the agricultural irrigation ditch system, and agricultural lot orientations in some areas of the valley that date to this period. The current
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urban form of the city began in 1706 when the Spanish settled what is today
called Old Town. However, this village remained small until circa 1880,"
when the arrival of the railroad spurred an influx of Anglos and the founding of"New Albuquerque" (present-day downtown) and surrounding neighborhoods. We are most interested in analyzing the period of rapid
urbanization from then until now.
During the research process, we took digital photographs of historic maps
from the collections at the Map and Geographic Information Center, Centennial Science and Engineering Library, University of New Mexico, and
acquired additional materials from the city of Albuquerque and the MidRegion Council of Governments (MRCOG). We then created image files
showing successive layers of historical development, with a current street
file as reference. These images were compared with aerial photographs from
the city of Albuquerque and Google Earth to make sure, for example, that
neighborhoods were actually built out as historic maps indicated. Once the
composite regional growth map was completed, we began identifying the
dominant patterns of neighborhood form (street network, block size, and
land use mix) created during different eras. We constructed a typology of
these forms and of twenty-first-century regional development forms.
In a second main step, we mapped demographic data from MRCOG
and the U.S. Census Bureau to illustrate spatial demographic patterns for
several recent decades. This step allowed us to correlate changes in physical
forms with demographic patterns, providing insight, for example, into who
live~ in newly created areas.

The Historical Growth of Albuquerque
As others have shown, the physical growth of communities tends to take
certain dominant forms during particular historical periods I Developers
follow these prevailing patterns until new forces such as technologies, regulations, economics, or public tastes promote different styles. Thus, the grids
of the nineteenth century were followed by progressively more discontinuous patterns of curving roads and cul-de-s"acs during the twentieth century.
These are in turn morphing into new patterns today.

Pre-1SSo. The earliest type of urban form still in existence in Albuquerque is
found in the Spanish Old Town. This center for Spanish colonization may
have been laid out according to the Laws of the Indies, an evolving set of
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guidelines for colonial settlement first codified in writing in 1573. Spanish
Gov. Francisco Cuervo y Valdes certified creation of the town according to
these laws in a letter dated 23 April 1706, but in order to gain approval he
may have exaggerated the actual size and characteristics of the settlement. 2
The new settlement copied the Spanish pattern of a plaza. This model had
a church and administrative buildings located on this plaza, with a rectilinear, gridded street network around it. The laws required that surrounding
common lands (ejidos) encompass a minimum of 4 leagues or 17.2 square
miles. In the Albuquerque area, however, these agricultural lands appear to
have been converted early on into long, narrow, privately owned lots (suertes).
These suertes backed onto irrigation channels (acequias) or laterals. This
pattern oflong, narrow lots, generally running east to west, can still be seen
around Old Town and in places throughout the Rio Grande Valley. In many
areas, incremental subdivision and new roads have blurred this pattern. As
for the central core of the village, the area originally gridded appears to
have covered approximately ten blocks on a dozen acres. Some of those
blocks have since become consolidated, leaving a very small area that reflects the original Spanish grid pattern (see Pre-1880 inset in fig. 1).
1880-1900. With the arrival of the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railroad
in 1880, development in Albuquerque took a new direction. The railroad
tracks and depot were consciously located two miles from Old Town, in
order to promote development.) This represents an early example of the
influence of national capital and corporations on the developing form of
the region. As with countless American cities platted during this era, developers laid out a square-block grid with blocks approximately 250 feet in
length per side. Later additions varied the orientation of the grid pattern
somewhat, but this basic fabric underlies the Downtown, Barelas, Wells
Park, and Martineztown neighborhoods today. As scholars have widely noted,
this small-block grid pattern with its fine mix of residential, commercial,
and public-sector land uses rates very well today on performance dimensions such as walkability. Coupled with a mix ofland uses - zoning to separate land uses did not come into effect in Albuquerque until 1959-this
pattern tends to increase pedestrian friendliness and reduce and diffuse traffic when compared to more recent areas on the west side of the river or in
the Northeast Heights, where street patterns have a low degree of connectivity and different land uses are more widely separated. 4

. ",

FIG. 1. HISTORICAL NEIGHBORHOOD STREET PATTERNS

As with most U.S. cities, certain street patterns predominated
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Albuquerque region during particular historical periods.
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19°0-1920. Through the second decade of the twentieth century, landowners continued to plat additions to Albuquerque in the square-block grid pattern. New neighborhoods such as Huning Highlands were added (see the
1920 inset in fig. 1). As with other U.S. cities during this time, development
occurred when landowners platted relatively large additions to the city. Relatively slow and incremental sales of individual lots and construction of buildings followed. This nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century pattern in which
construction of homes often took decades stands in marked contrast to the
late-twentieth- and early twenty-first-century process in which contractors
typically build large numbers of mass-produced homes within a few years of
subdivision.
1920-194°. During the 1920S and 1930S, neighborhoods around the University
of New Mexico boomed. In these neighborhoods, developers adopted the
"streetcar suburb" pattern of grids. These consisted of larger, three hundred
by six hundred foot rectangular blocks. Like the square-block grid pattern
described above, this pattern persisted somewhat later in Albuquerque than
in most other U.S. cities, where streetcar suburbs that were established as
early as the 1870S had faded by the 1920S.5 In Albuquerque these streetcar
suburb grids comprise today's Nob Hill, Monte Vista, College View, and
Southeast Heights neighborhoods. A streetcar provided service along Central Avenue between 1880 and 1928.
Landowners also began experimenting with form that, over subsequent
decades, served to gradually detach individual subdivisions from the citywide
grid and enable them to be marketed as distinctive or exclusive neighborhoods. The Monte Vista subdivision just north of Central and east of Girard
was one of the first to adopt a different grid orientation (see the 1940 inset in
fig. 1). The later neighborhoods of Ridgecrest and Altura Park departed
further from the grid by adopting "garden suburb" design elements including modestly curved streets, more extensive street landscaping, ample
provision of park space, larger lots, larger residential setbacks, and a lower
mix of land uses.
1940-1960. Federal spending and construction of facilities in New Mexico
during the 1940S fueled urban growth in the state to such an extent that
Albuquerque became known locally as "Little Washington."6 New federal
facilities included Kirtland Air Force Base, Sandia National Laboratories,
and Los Alamos National Laboratory. Between 1940 and 1960, development
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spread rapidly over the city's East Mesa and certain areas of the Rio Grande
Valley such as the Atrisco neighborhood in southwest Albuquerque. Developers utilized grid patterns identified as "warped parallels" and "interrupted
parallels" in a 1993 study of the San Francisco Bay Area by Michael
Southworth and Peter M. Owens (see the 1960 inset in fig. 1).7 Our analysis
provides evidence that Southworth and Owens's typology for this period
pertains to locations in the western United States besides the Bay Area. As
this transition to the grid patterns occurred, street connectivity decreased,
and the city became more and more reliant on a supergrid of wide arterial
streets to handle traffic. Block size increased to as much as one thousand
feet in length. As Jane Jacobs pointed out in her classic book The Death and
Life of Great American Cities (1961), such larger blocks decreased route
options and visual interest for pedestrians. Neighborhoods also became more
inwardly focused, with fewer homes fronting surrounding arterial streets
and fewer street connections outside the neighborhood. For these reasons,
Albuquerque's neighborhoods created during and after this time are less
pedestrian, bicycle, and transit friendly than those created earlier.
1960-1980. During the 1960s and 1970s, much of the remaining East Mesa
was platted out, and development reached the foothills of the Sandia Mountains. Blocks became highly irregular in form. Cul-de-sacs and loop roads
increased greatly in number, producing street patterns that Southworth and
Owens refer to as "loops and lollipops."8 The connectivity of the street pattern during this'period is even lower than during previous eras, with even
more pronounced implications for travel by different modes such as private
motor vehicle, public transit, and bi~ycle and foot transportation.
The East Mesa neared its geographic limits for building due to the steep
slopes and public or tribal ownership of lands to the east, north, and south.
Across the Rio Grande, subdivision began initially on the slopes leading up to
the West Mesa, including La Luz housing development (1969) designed to fit
into the natural landscape by architect Antoine Predock. Unfortunately, this
ecologically minded subdivision was not emulated by other developers.
During this period, commercial development began to take the form of
very large buildings surrounded by parking lots. This new style contrasted
with earlier, smaller buildings integrated into the surrounding urban fabric.
The city's first large malls were Winrock (1961) and Coronado (1963)' Bigbox development after 1980 continued this trend, although it utilized standalone buildings surrounded by parking lots rather than enclosed malls.

· .
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198o-present. The period 'between 1980 and the present saw final portions of
the eastern foothills built out and rapid development of the West Mesa slopes.
Sl)bdi\li~i()ns became morejnwardly oriented, with relatively few streets pro, vicling a~cess t~ surrounsIirigarteiials: Subdivision codes were rewritten d~r
ing this time to ~equ;re an inwardly foc'liseddesign on the rationale that fewer
intersedions~l~n'garteriai streets would speed up traffic. The result, predictably, has been that those fe~'north7south connector routes such as Coors
Boulevatg are congested; despite repeated road widening. This in turn has
led to p~brer airquali~ai~dinc;reased public frustration.
Within subdivisioris'th~peicentagesofcul-de-sacs and I()op r~ads in,crecis~d still further. Retail was centralized in shopping centers along arterialstteets, in free-standing big-box stores, or in enclosed malls. Incremental
subdivisi9rl spread up arid down .the Rio Grande Valley, with small-scale
, develdpmehtsof one to twenty homes covering former agricultural parcels.
H6meb~ilders discoveredthe,t6w~sofLos Lunas and Belen south of Albuquerque and Rio Ran~ho to the d6ith, and constructed larger tracts in those
locations, At the same time, public officials and progressive developers begana new focus on infill development within the downtown area and certain close-in neighborhoods.
The overall story between approximately 1880 and 2000 has been one of
successive forms of development that utilize increasingly discontinuous and
disconnected neighborhood street patterns and cover increasingly large
amountsoflarid atthefririge of the urbanized area. More than twice as much
land was urbanized behveeri'1980 and the early 2000S than in all the years of
Europ~an settlement, whi~h spalmed o~er 350 years (see fig. 2 and fig. 3)'
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The footprint of the urban area has increased enormously over the last century.
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Table 1. Relative Amounts of Land Covered by Different Types of
Development in the Albuquerque Region from 1980 to 2005
Type of Development
Rural Sprawl
Middle-class Tracts
Incremental Subdivision
Upscale Fringe
Commercial
Industrial/Office
Multifamily Clusters
Trailer Parks
New Urbanist
TOTAL

Square Miles

Share of Total

113·9
35·4

52 %
16%

26.0

12%
10%

22·3

8,3
8.2

1.4
2.6
0.0
218.1

4%
4%
1%
1%

0%
100%

Considers developed areas of at least twenty acres (several city blocks) in size.

historian Dolores Hayden has creatively identified many detailed patterns
in the current built landscape, ranging from "litter on a stick" (billboards)
to "pork chop lots" (elongated housing lots around curving roads). Social
critic James Howard Kunstler and others have complained about the emergence of a homogenous, generic "geography of nowhere."9 New Urbanist
authors such as Peter Calthorpe, Andres Duany, Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk,
Jeff Speck, and William Fulton actively promote neotraditional forms like
the walkable, gridded, mixed-use neighborhood. 1O But there has been little
systematic study of the range of large-scale landscape patterns that have
actually been built-the physical elements of the extraordinarily rapid growth
that syndicated columnist David Brooks calls the "suburban supernova."11
In our analysis of Albuquerque's recent morphology, we identify nine
main categories of regional development. Table 1 illustrates the proportions
of land that these types occupy, and their detailed characteristics are given
in Table 2.

Middle-class tracts. When most people think ofsuburban sprawl, they imagine large, homogenous groups of nearly identical houses covering greenfield
land at or beyond
the urban edge, possibly bordered by malls, office
parks,
I
.
and strip retail development. This classic suburban landscape can certainly
be found in the Albuquerque area, particularly on the West Mesa slopes, in
the ambitious northern suburb of Rio Rancho, and in the small but rapidly
growing southern towns of Belen and Los Lunas. This form is most similar
to the development patterns of the 1980s and 1990S and consists of large

Table 2. Types of Historic and Current Residential Landscapes
in the Albuquerque Region

-

Land-use
Mix

Density
(net)

Subdivision
Scale

Large

Low to
Moderate

Low to
Moderate

Individual
lots

Grid-like
around a
plaza

Small

High

Moderate

Medium

Downtown Grid
(late 1800s)

Square grid

Small

High

Moderate

Medium

Streetcar-suburb
Grid (early 19oos)

Rectangular
grid

Moderate

Moderate

Moderate

Small to
Medium

Garden Suburb
(193os-194°s)

Diagonal and
curving streets;
low connectivity

Moderate
to Large

Low

Low

Small to
Medium

Degenerate Grid
(niidc19Oos)

Fragmented or
warped grid
patterns

Large

Low

Low

Small to
Medium

Suburban Tracts
(mid-late 19oos)

Loops and
lollipops

Large

Low

Moderate

Medium to
Large

Low

Small

Street
Pattern

Block
Size

Haphazard
or organic

Old Town
(early 170os)

Iflf(lfj
Iricrem~ntal

Stibdivison
(1600s'-present)

f!I

_if[

fflll!iJlttifftl(lfitl rftf!lft
Sprawl

I

--

l1li1

Haphazard;
incremental
addition of
streets

Large

Low

Incremental
Subdivision

Haphazard;
incremental
addition of
streets

Varies

Low to
Moderate

Moderate

Small

Upscale Fringe

Loops and
lollipops;
loose patterns

Large

Low

Low

Small to
Medium

Suburban Tracts

Loops and
Moderate
lollipops; tight
patterns; inwardly
focused

Low

Moderate

Medium to
Large

Multifamily Tracts

Looping access
roads; inwardly
focused

Moderate

Low

Moderate
to High

Medium

Trailer Parks

Very tiEht,
linear anes

Small

Low

Moderate
to High

Medium

New' Urbanist
Subdivision

Grid-like;
fine-grained

Small

Some mix

Moderate

Medium
to Large

New Urbanist
Infill

Grid-like;
fine-grained

'Small

Some mix

Moderate
High

Small to
Medium

Block sizes are based on the following approximate dimensions: Small, :2300 feet on a side;
Moderate, :2600 feet on a side; Large, >600 feet on a side.
. [)e~sitY categories are based on the following numbers of dwelling units per acre: Low, one to ten;
Mod~rate, ten to twenty; High, above twenty.
.·Subdivision Scale rates are based on the following numbers oflots: Small, one to twenty; Medium,
twenty to five hundred; Large, more than five hundred.
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tracts of nearly identical housing units built by large production homebuilding companies such as KB Home, Pulte, Lennar, and D. H. Horton.
In the Albuquerque area, tract development is typically built at densities
of six to ten dwelling units per net acre. Lots are modestly sized, encompassing four thousand to five thousand square feet, generally with street frontages of approximately sixty feet. Net densities are somewhat higher than
pre-W\VII suburbs since the lot sizes are often smaller, but gross densities
(including all infrastructure, public facilities, retail and commercial facilities, and leftover land) are substantially lower. Larger amounts of land are
devoted to these other uses and sometimes remain between tracts. Neighborhoods are inwardly focused with few entrances to surrounding arterial
streets; homes are oriented toward the interior of the development, and there
are privacy walls along major streets. There is little mixed land use within
the subdivisions, where development is almost entirely residential. If the
city has demanded that some parcels within planned unit developments be
designated for retail, those lands typically sit empty for many years. The
initial development companies have little interest or experience in building
anything except housing.
Since New Mexico is a poor state, the vast majority of such development
in the Albuquerque area is oriented toward middle-class households, especially young families with children. This type of development may account
for a majority of the housing units constructed, but does not necessarily
account for a majority of the land area covered. In fact, middle-class tracts
account for only 16 percent (about thirty-five square miles) of the region's
development between 1980 and 2005.

Upscale fringe. A second well-known form of residential development is
marketed toward affluent home-buyers. Upscale-fringe development includes
a variety of amenities such as great views, larger lots, naturalistic landscaping, larger and more upscale housing units, and easy access to recreational
facilities such as golf courses, swimming pools, tennis courts, and trails.
This type of development is typified by High Desert, a neighborhood in the
Sandia Foothills that was planned several decades ago,but is still being built
out. High Desert bills itself as a "sustainable community" that is "built to
preserve nature's delicate balance," chiefly by preserving more of the naturallandscape through low-density development and open-space dedications. 12
Whether such features truly represent sustainable development is open to
question.

FIG.

4.

MIDDLE-CLASS TRACTS

In the Ventana Ranch development, large houses are tightly packed
on small lots. The subdivision is internally oriented, with few outside
street connections. This and the following aerial photos are all
approximately two thousand feet across.

(Photograph courtesy GIS Program/Bernalillo County Public Works)

FIG.

5.

UPSCALE FRI NGE

In this aerial photograph, part of the High Desert development, very
large houses are built on large lots with substantial elements of the
natural landscape preserved.

(Photograph courtesy GIS Program/Bernalillo County Public Works)

16 ~

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

VOLUME82,NUMBER I

Upscale developments occur on a smaller scale in Placitas and in parts
of the North and South Valleys. In terms of form, the street pattern is looser
and densities lower for these subdivisions than in the tightly packed middleclass tracts. Based on such physical characteristics, space and privacy appear to be the main values held by residents. This sort of upscale development
is likely to be more common around Santa Fe or other more affluent U.S.
cities than Albuquerque, where it currently accounts for 10 percent (twentytwo square miles) of development between 1980 and 2005, and can be seen
as a habitat and investment vehicle for affluent sectors of society.

Rural sprawl. The big story during the period from

to 2005 in Albuquerque, as in many U.S. metropolitan regions, is the growth of rural sprawl.
Although it is often not recognized as "sprawl" by the public, and is even
1980

home to many environmentalists, very low-density subdivision of land represents the single largest expansion of urbanized area around Albuquerque.
It accounts for 52 percent (about 114 square miles) of land subdivided during this period.
The East Mountains area east of the Sandias contains the largest amount
of rural sprawl, which not only characterizes relatively close-in locations
such as Cedar Crest, but extends along the 1-40 corridor to the town of
Moriarty and south from there toward Estancia. Placitas, to the north of
Albuquerque, and the Rio Grande Valley extending south of Albuquerque
to Los Lunas and Belen also hold large amounts of rural sprawl.
This pattern contains lots ranging from one to five acres-large enough
to keep a horse or two if the owners desire but generally too small to farm or
ranch commercially. Houses are usually constructed individually and, unlike the "McMansions" found in some semi-rural areas elsewhere in the
country, are generally modest in size and characterY Where land is flat, the
rural subdivision may create rectangular parcels within the larger framework of the national grid. But where terrain is hilly, new roads wind in
seemingly haphazard fashion, and there are few new through streets created by development.
Although it may provide many benefits for its residents, rural sprawl poses
a number of problems for the region. It makes future commercial agricultural
use of the land infeasible or at least very difficult. It lessens the value of the
land as wilderness or historic cultural landscape. Because residents must travel
substantial distances to reach stores or workplaces, rural sprawl is likely to
substantially increase the number of vehicle miles driven per capita and thus

6. RURAL SPRAWL
This aerial photograph of part of Edgewood in the East Mountains
shows very low-density rural sprawl with lots in the one to five acre
range.
FIG.

(Photograph courtesy GIS Program/Bernalillo County Public Works)
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fuel use, pollution, and demands for expensive new road infrastructure. The
access roads and driveways created within rural sprawl are likely to fragment
wildlife habitat and lead to other local environmental problems like erosion.
By leaving few large parcels, rural sprawl may well complicate future redevelopment of these land areas into more compact, centered communities.

Incremental small-scale subdivision. Although large-scale tract development
may be the visible face of suburban sprawl, and rural sprawl may represent
the actual majority of it, a very substantial amount of Albuquerque growth
(12 percent between 1980 and 2005, about twenty-six square miles) occurs
through small-scale, relatively dense subdivisions of between one and twenty
lots. These subdivision~ often fall under different forms of regulation than
large tracts; the city's subdivision code handles subdivisions of under ten
dwelling units separately from those over that amount. They are created by
local families or small-scale builders rather than large national companies
and form a different kind of urban fabric than either middle-class tracts or
rural sprawl. Often the resulting landscape is a patchwork of developed and
undeveloped lots, with housing developments of different sizes and characters abutting one another without street connections. Commercial development and remnant agricultural parcels are also sprinkled into the mix.
This type of development is found in the Rio Grande Valley, where the
prior history of long, relatively narrow lots keeps the scale of development
small, and lenient Bernalillo County zoning allows subdivision of agriculturalland into one-acre parcels. In this location, the tradition of incremental subdivision of agricultural land goes back at least three centuries and is
deeply rooted in the local Hispanic culture. Incremental subdivision of agricultural or grazing land is also occurring on the plains around Moriarty
and Estancia, as far as thirty miles from Albuquerque. This urban form,
then, can be seen as the most historically rooted of the current patterns of
regional development.
Such incremental subdivision, however, creates a number of problems
that include weakening the agricultural viability and reducing the historical character of the valley area. These phenomena are ironic given that
much subdivision is being carried out by descendents of the families that
gave the Rio Grande Valley its agricultural character. Incremental subdivision also creates a patchwork landscape that is poorly served by roads and
infrastructure. This leads to traffic problems and greater demand on water
and sewer systems that are either nonexistent (former residents relied on
wells and septic tanks) or scaled to serve rural areas.
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Trailer Parks. The trailer park is a little-noticed and under-appreciated element of American communities, a distinct cultural landscape form, and an
important source of affordable housing for those with limited incomes.'4
Trailer parks have distinct characteristics that make them different from any
other physical landscape type. Not only are the structures unique, but their
street patterns consist of very tight, linear lanes. Parcels are generally very
small (often thirty feet by one hundred feet or less), and lots are often oriented diagonally to the street to facilitate installation of trailers. Trailer parks
are also often hidden by fences or landscaping. They account for about 1
percent (approximately 1.4 square miles) of the region's urbanization during the period from 1980 to 2005.

FIG.

7.

INCREMENTAL SUBDIVISION AND TRAILER PARKS

This part of Albuquerque's South Valley shows both trailer parks and
small-scale incremental subdivision. An acequia is at center.
(Photograph courtesy GIS Program/Bernalillo County Public Works)
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Multifamily housing. Given the strong American emphasis on the singlefamily home, relatively few new, urban-fringe neighborhoods consisting of
multifamily housing are being developed in the Albuquerque region. 15 New
multifamily neighborhoods only accounted for 1 percent or around 1.4 square
miles of the region's total from 1980 to 2005. Multifamily housing developments generally occur as small enclaves within relatively large tract developments, and are typically located near a freeway, major road, or shopping
center. Presumably this land is less desirable for higher-end single family
homes because of noise or unsightly views. The location of many multifamily developments near shopping provides some support for the "suburban
clusters" concept urban design experts Anne Vernez Moudon and Paul
Mitchell Hess found in the Seattle area. These developments potentially
can help form dense, walkable neighborhood centers. 16 However, as Moudon
and Hess note, the fact that multifamily housing is located near shopping,
public institutions, or transit corridors does not mean that the developers
intend to create a well-integrated cluster. Rather, the colocation is often
one of sheer convenience or due to low land values in these locations. In
practice, walls, fences, vacant lots, parking lots, and pedestrian-unfriendly
arterial streets often separate these apartments and condominiums from
surrounding land uses.

New Urbanist fringe. Nationwide, the movement known as New Urbanism
has led to the construction ofseveral hundred neotraditional neighborhoods,
most on the suburban fringe.!7 It has exerted widespread influence on downtown redevelopment efforts and local plans and code revisions. Within Albuquerque, New Urbanist principles have not led to large-scale built
neighborhoods that could be included in this typology of twenty-first-century development. Several, however, are on the drawing board.
Mesa del Sol, to be located just south of the Albuquerque International
airport, will be a community for up to ninety thousand people. The plans by
Calthorpe Associates, a leading New Urbanist firm, call for a grid-like pattern
of streets, neighborhood centers, and a greater mix ofland use and housing
types than can be found in other recent types of Albuquerque development.
On the West Mesa, plans for the Westland Development Corporation's Zacate
community call for similar types of design. Little detail is presently available,
however, as plans have not yet been approved by the county, and the company is in the process of being sold. Litigation from heirs of the Atrisco Land
Grant (taken over by Westland) may also delay the project.
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Although cloaked in rhetoric of progressive planning, environmental
sensitivity, and neotraditional romanticism, the process of New Urbanistfringe development is similar to current middle-class tract development in
that it is carried out on a large scale by national production home-building
companies. These companies are large corporations which prefer to build
hundreds or thousands of houses at once, often following standard templates for buildings, street design, and overall neighborhood form. Mesa del
Sol, for example, is to be developed by Forest City, a Cleveland-based real
estate corporation boasting assets of $8 billion. IS This type of development is
unlikely to have the small-scale character, incremental nature, or locally
driven process of pre-194° forms of development.
New Urbanist infill. New Urbanism has had its greatest influence on
Albuquerque's downtown redevelopment, having been cited repeatedly as
an influence by local developers such as Chris Leinberger and Rob Dickson.
The most successful project to date, and the only one large enough to be
considered neighborhood design, is Dickson's renovation of the old Albuquerque High School and adjacent properties. The Sawmill Community
Land Trust is developing a former industrial site into a new mixed-use neighborhood just north of Old Town. The trust's plan illustrates similar principles, although it does not bill itself as New Urbanist. Redevelopment of
the Winrock and Coronado Malls into an Uptown center- envisioned by the
joint City/County Comprehensive Plan-represents a third potential New
Urbanist-inspired infill neighborhood. A decade or two hence, such efforts at
urban revitalization may create new neighborhood fabric in existing urban
areas ofAlbuquerque. But most New Urbanist infill still consists of individual
buildings rather than a new type of neighborhood or regional form.
Retail and office/industrial development. Retail development and office or
industrial development make up the remaining piece of the newly emerging regional landscape. Each accounts for about 4 percent (8 square miles)
of the region's urbanization between 1980 and 2005. However, no single
location in the Albuquerque region qualifies as that type of entity identified
as an "edge city." As described by Garreau, an edge city is an intense suburban node of commercial and office development encompassing at least five
million square feet of office space, large amounts of retail, and some housing. Typically such a node occurs at or near a major arterial or freeway
intersection and is dominated by large-scale development of corporate of-

fice buildings, malls, access roads, and parking lots. Because of their often
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rapid genesis, dramatic character, and sheer size, edge cities can be seen as
one of the most visible manifestations of national and global capital upon
the postmodern regionallandscape. '9
One possible future edge city in the Albuquerque region is the planned
downtown "City Centre" area in the City of Rio Rancho. City officials expect this 16o-acre area to contain an arena, new civic buildings, upscale
retail, dining, entertainment, and offices. Currently the site contains little
more than desert scrub. The Uptown area in Albuquerque might eventually
reach edge city status as well; but at the moment, it consists mainly of the
Winrock and Coronado shopping centers, the former largely vacant.

®

oC=-__:::J5 miles
2.5
Community and Regional Planning Program
University of New Mexico

FIG. 8. RESIDENTIAL GROWTH TYPOLOGY, 1980-2°°5
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In contrast to the edge city phenomenon, author Robert Lang argues
that employment is decentralizing throughout metropolitan regions in an
"edgeless city," with no strong suburban nuclei or boundaries. Planning
expert Peter Gordon and Harry W. Richardson go even further, arguing in a
study of Los Angeles that employment is dispersing throughout the region
in a diffused way rather than into edge cities or outlying centers. 20 Our mapping of commercial and industrial growth between 1980 and 2005 shows
that Los Angeles's dispersion model cannot be applied to Albuquerque. Although employment is certainly decentralizing, new jobs tend to cluster
near freeways (1-25 and 1-40), existing industrial areas, or areas of rapid tract
subdivision. We can presume this is because of factors such as good transportation access, sizable amounts ofland already zoned as industrial or commercial, access to suburban labor forces, and proximity to sizeable new
markets for commercial development. In the Albuquerque region, we do
not find large amounts of either retail or office/industrial development near
rural sprawl, upscale fringe, incremental subdivision or trailer parks-in
other words, near low-density or low-income new residential areas.

Correlations with Demographic Change
Spatial analysis of data from the 2000 U.S. Census shows certain correlations between social and demographic patterns and evolution of urban form.
Over time, certain types of form have been associated with certain demographic groups and with certain densities of human settlement.

Lower population densities. Not surprisingly gross population densities are
low within the more recent types of urban form, although they vary considerably across the region. Areas urbanized before 1980 generally have the highest
densities. Rural sprawl and upscale fringe development generally have the
lowest densities. Although "sprawl" is often thought to be low density, middleclass tract development as on the West Mesa and in Rio Rancho actually has
mid-range densities when compared with other areas across the region. Incremental subdivision can produce relatively high densities as well.
Families locating on the fringe. Families are clearly forsaking the older portions of the metropolitan area for tract housing in outlying locations. The
percentage of the population between the ages of five and seventeen is far
higher in middle-class tract areas on the West Mesa slopes, in Rio Rancho,
and in newer parts of the Northeast Heights than in older portions of Albuquerque (see fig. 10). The size of housing units, cost of housing, quality of
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PERSONS PER ACRE IN THE ALBUQUERQUE REGION

Areas of rural sprawl and upscale fringe development are quite low
density, but middle-class tract and certain incremental subdivision
areas are of comparable density to older urban forms.

schools, and perceived degree of safety may be contributing factors to this
demographic fact. Rural sprawl, upscale fringe, and the more affluent areas
of incremental subdivision do not attract families to such an extent.

Income disparities. Predictably, much upscale fringe and rural sprawl development is built for relatively affluent homeowners who can afford larger
parcels of land and bigger houses. In the Albuquerque region, the East
Mountains, upper Northeast Heights, and Placitas areas are all well above
average in terms of household income. Rio Rancho, often billed as a reservoir of affordable tract housing, has surprisingly attracted a relatively affluent population compared with many other areas of the metropolitan region.
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FIG. 10. PERCENT OF RESIDENTS AGED FIVE TO SEVENTEEN BY CENSUS
TRACT

Areas of older urban form have very few children compared with
newer middle-class tracts and some rural sprawl areas.

Meanwhile, much of the older core of the region is less well off, and certain
areas of tract housing such as the Southwest Mesa are also below average in
terms of income, with relatively high poverty rates.
Working at home. For decades urban theorists have hypothesized that the
increase in people working at home will accelerate the decentralization of
urban areas and the spread of forms such as rural sprawl. However, in the
Albuquerque area this force does not seem to be a dominant factor. The
percentages of professionals who work at home are just as high in core urban areas as in rural sprawl areas, perhaps because the former attract a more
bohemian crowd with non-traditional work styles.

FIG. 13. PERSONS WORKING AT HOME BY CENSUS TRACT

Contrary to the view that rural sprawl will be facilitated by
telecommuting and other modes of working at home, most of those
doing so are located within older urban areas or close-in tract
development.

Facing page, top

FIG. 11. MEAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME BY CENSUS

1999
Many areas of rural sprawl and tract housing contain high average
income levels compared to the older urban center and areas of
incremental subdivision in the Rio Grande Valley.

TRACT,

Facing page, bottom

FIG. 12. PERSONS IN POVERTY BY CENSUS TRACT

Poverty is concentrated in the older urban core and certain distant
rural areas not greatly affected by rural sprawl.
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Anglo population in newer areas. New Mexico has historically been a diverse
state, with a large Hispanic population (divided between descendents of the
original Spanish settlers and more recent Mexican immigrants) and a large
Indian population. Since the late nineteenth century, the state's urban areas
have seen an influx of Whites from the rest of the United States. In the Albuquerque region it appears that Whites live disproportionately in the newer
areas of urban form: rural sprawl, upscale fringe, and middle-class tracts. Areas of incremental subdivision and pre-198o urban forms hold a much higher
percentage of minority groups. The main area of new urban form that is home
to many non-Whites is the Southwest Mesa, and this area is widely seen as
containing some of the city's least desirable and most crime-ridden neighborhoods. In contrast, rapidly growing, more middle-class Rio Rancho and Northwest Albuquerque are less diverse than the region as a whole.

FIG. 14. PERCENT WHITE BY CENSUS TRACT

Areas of rural sprawl and certain areas of middle-class tract
development are far less diverse than other portions of the
region.
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Implications for Future Regional Planning and Development
What we are witnessing in Albuquerque, as in many other metropolitan
areas, is the emergence of a new regional landscape covering vast amounts
of territory with new forms of urbanization. Whereas fifty or one hundred
years ago Albuquerque was a clearly delineated small town, it now seems to
be moving toward the "edgeless city" that Lang describes.
The enormous extent of urbanization during the past twenty-five years is
perhaps the most dramatic change from other historical periods. The region is undergoing rapid physical expansion at a rate far greater than the
growth in population. The urbanized area is also far less contiguous than
before. Leapfrog development is moving rapidly up and down the Rio Grande
Valley and over the Sandia Mountains to a variety oflocations quite distant
from the original urban downtown.
The region's development has recently taken on some historically unprecedented forms. Large areas oflow-density rural sprawl are emerging, as
well as large areas of incremental small-scale subdivision, middle-class tracts,
and commercial development. 21 Smaller upscale enclaves are on the rise,
although they are not expanding the existing grid -as with the affluent
Ridgecrest and Country Club neighborhoods prior to 1950- but creating
isolated pockets in the Northeast Heights and Rio Grande Valley. Meanwhile, the national movement for rethinking urban form known as New
Urbanism has yet to appear within newer parts of the Albuquerque region,
although it is influencing the character of central city revitalization.
The region's physical development correlates with certain demographic
conditions. Rural sprawl and upscale-fringe development are home to
wealthier, whiter populations than other areas within the region. Many areas of middle-class tracts, in Rio Rancho for example, are characterized by
this type of population as ~ell. Large households, presumably families with
children, are overwhelmingly located in newer housing on the urban fringe.
These spatial trends imply that some public values are being met-for
example the choice to live in a variety of suburban neighborhood typesbut these trends also raise the spectre of increased regional problems. These
include traffic congestion, increased resource use, loss of open space and
habitat, decline of older areas, and growing inequality. Better regional coordination and planning are needed if the region wants to manage its growth
in ways that meet these challenges. Because of the growing size and political fragmentation of the region, coordination is needed over an area of at
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least five counties (Bernalillo, Sandoval, Valencia, Santa Fe, and Torrance) as
well as the cities and towns within them. The current MRCOG includes all
of these jurisdictions except Santa Fe County, but has no authority over land
use planning. What little power the agency does have is control over transportation funding, which could potentially be used to stimulate different development patterns or provide incentives for better local land use planning. Such
action, however, requires strong political leadership, which has been lacking
to date. MRCOG may need to be reconstituted, other alliances of local governments formed, or a statewide smart-growth framework instituted for more
proactive planning of the region's future development.

Implications for Theory
A few observations can be made at this point about the Albuquerque region's
historical spatial development and various theories of regional growth and
character. First and foremost, the general characterization of the postmodern
urban region as "collage city," a pastiche of cultures, built forms, economic
activities, and land uses, holds true for Albuquerque. 22 The region contains
an increasing variety of physical forms that correlate with particular demographic enclaves. Further study of more detailed physical features would
almost certainly point out additional dimensions of this "collage." For example, Hispanic cultural landscapes and Native American pueblos are becoming enmeshed in patterns of suburban and exurban development
including new forms like gated subdivisions, McMansions, megachurches,
and ranchettes. The incremental subdivision pattern of development within
the Rio Grande Valley seems particularly prone to producing collage-like
landscapes due to its small parcels and historic mix of land uses.
The postmodern metropolitan region is also widely seen by political scientists as increasingly fragmented or collage-like in terms of governmental
jurisdiction. 2) This seems to be true to some extent for the Albuquerque
region. New cities such as Rio Rancho and new incarnations of old towns
like Belen, Los Lunas, and Bernalillo control increasing shares of development. In addition, the region's development has now spread over parts of six
counties (Bernalillo, Sandoval, Valencia, Santa Fe, Torrance, and Socorro).
However, the aggressive historical annexation of land by the city of Albuquerque has made this region far less fragmented in terms of municipal
jurisdiction than most others nationally. Viewed from the outside, this factor seems to bode well for future efforts to manage growth. In reality, even
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the relatively low degree of fragmentation here when combined with typical Sunbelt pro-growth politics has proven an enormous impediment to
such efforts.
Another main strand of regional theory focuses on the control of local
development by national or global capital, which often works through intermediaries. Local development, and by extension local landscapes, are seen as
battlegrounds between place-based social movements and increasingly global capital. 24 This perspective seems to hold true for the Albuquerque region,
although as in most U.S. metropolitan regions, the playing field is heavily
slanted toward minimally regulated development, making it relatively easy
for large national or international corporations to undertake large residential,
commercial, or industrial projects. Albuquerque historian V. B. Price believes
that the region's development debates have frequently been led by "boomers
and profiteers." According to Price, "Albuquerque as a unique place in the
American West might be close to having its spirit broken by New Mexico's
poverty, by 'globalized' and corporate design fads and junk architecture, by
sprawl, and by the swamping of generic-i.e. interchangeable, placelessdesign solutions."25 Historian Michael Logan has documented the historic
climate of boosterism and prodevelopment politics in the Albuquerque area,
including extensive links between city government and local developers and
a long tradition oflocal resistance to these alliances. Protests against city annexation of surrounding land began in the 1940S and were followed by the
rise of environmentalism and preservationism in the 1960s.26
As we ha~e seen, national or international flows of capital and power have
shaped the region's built landscape since its start. Examples include the creation of Spanish settlements in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
railroad-driven development in the late nineteenth century, federal government spending beginning in the 1940S, and an influx oflarge out-of-state development companies and new residents during the second half of the
twentieth century. The resources of these groups have usually been channeled into the most rapidly developing portion of the landscape, that is to say,
the urban fringe. The growing influx oflarge-scale production homebuilders
who construct middle-class tracts and upscale-fringe development appears to
be increasing the region's linkages with outside economic networks. This largescale mode of home production is relatively recent, arising in the United
States during the second half of the twentieth century.27
Because of its incremental nature, rural sprawl is more closely tied to
local capital, although here again much investment appears to be coming
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from outside the Albuquerque region through the actions of retirees, secondhome owners, and individual investors. Incremental small-scale development in the Rio Grande Valley is linked even more strongly to local,
historically rooted capital, in particular that oflongtime Hispanic families
who in many cases are subdividing land for family members or selling off
land that has been held within the family for generations. The current lawsuit between heirs of the Atrisco Land Grant and the owners of the Westland
Development Corporation, which took over management of the land grant
in the 1960s, is one example of occasional conflict between this local, historically rooted capital and national development interests.
Asserting local identity in the face of pro-growth capital from inside or
outside the state is likely to mean organizing political efforts to regulate
urban growth, preserve cultural landscapes in the Rio Grande Valley and
rural-fringe areas, limit development of big-box stores, preserve and restore
historic structures and neighborhoods, protect and restore the natural environment, and meet social needs like affordable housing and health care
that national corporations do not adequately address. In each of these areas,
local organizations and individuals are working to bring about change, but
have had limited success so far.
Finally, many theorists have emphasized the subjective dimensions of regional space. Edward W. Soja argues that there are several ways to conceptualize region. The first, following the work of Henri Lefebvre, advocates "spatial
practices" that reproduce "concrete forms" or actual built landscapes. This
empirical space is primarily what we have investigated in this paper. The
second regards subjectively conceived or imagined space, a perspective building in part on the cognitive mapping work of Kevin Lynch and Donald
Appleyard. The third, which Soja calls "Thirdspace," is a mixture of the dynamic interplay between the "real" and the subjectively experienced. 28
The second and third of these perspectives are important in that Albuquerque residents living in the different types of urban forms we have documented probably have substantially different perceptions of the region's
space, characteristics, and needs. Residents living in exurban sprawl to the
east of the mountains may not perceive themselves as part of the metropolitan area at all, and may have little personal or political commitment to
addressing the problems of the central city. Those living in upscale-fringe
neighborhoods in the Sandia foothills may not understand life in trailer
parks or historic, heavily Hispanic incremental subdivision neighborhoods
of the Rio Grande Valley, and vice versa. Additional research using cogni-
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tive mapping, interviews, surveys, or other methods would be required to
document these differences, their political implications, and the subjective
experience of regional space in general.
Conclusion
In the absence of more effective regional coordination to limit outward urban growth and promote certain types of development (New Urbanist fringe
and infill) over others, Albuquerque appears to be evolving into a regional
metropolis stretching over approximately twelve hundred square miles from
Belen on the south to Bernalillo on the north, and from the Laguna Pueblo
on the west to Moriarty on the east. Rural sprawl is likely to account for an
increasing amount of the regional landscape, with the East Mountain area
out to Moriarty becoming a vast, decentralized exurban landscape. Middleclass tracts on the West Side and incremental subdivision in Rio Grande
Valley areas will characterize much of this new growth. Demographic disparities are likely to intensify region wide if rural sprawl and upscale fringe
areas continue to attract White, relatively affluent residents. Valley infill
areas and those built before 1940 will contain disproportionate shares of
minority and low-income residents.
The overall picture of the region's spatial growth is extremely worrisome
for those concerned about the environmental, social, and practical effects of
recent development. Increasing demographic disparities and jurisdictional
fragmentation, although still lower in Albuquerque than in many other metropolitan areas, are also causes for concern. Based on this example, the regional city of the twenty-first century is likely to be one that gives individuals
many options for different types of suburban neighborhood form and location, but also creates enormous challenges for planning and governance.
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